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PRE AMD P0ST-DE(?ISI0NAL ATtENDA : 



Int roduct Ion 

The ap;enda-sett inr; model of media effects has only 

recently caught the attention of/ commun I cat Ion researchers. 

/ y 

Since 1968 when McCombs and fhaw (*1972) conducted the - 
Initial agenda-sett Inp; study^ ov/er thirty such studies have 



been conducted (NfcCombS/ 1976) 



Several of these studies 



1 



have focused on the contingent / cdlndftlons which m,ay mediate 
the agenda-sett Inr: -funct Ion of'/polltlcal messages. ) 

"V/hlle there Is little evIHence relevant to the effects 
of ^he Informational agenda' cin voting behavior, ^Kelley and 
Mirer (1^7^) found that the weclslon for- v/hon an Individual 
wlirvote Is^lghly predict/able from a compa r I son * of the 
things which vote'rs like anp dl si Ike ^about candidates and 
political parties. Cald/ulat Ions derived from the 
frequencies of likes and dliltkes pr edf cted vot Ing decisions 
an lmpr4sslve 8^.^* per dbnt of the cases, on the average 
across four Presidential ejections. 

Sand.ers and Atwood (11)75) labeled those lists of likes 
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and disl ikels '''decisional agonda'' because ^hev appear to 
constitute the elements In cognltJve ^ and af^fectlve space 
which relate most to voting decisions. They argued that the 



Individual uses Information from the mass media to help 
construct the decisional a^jenda, and that the decisional 



Agenda Is predl ct Ive 'of voting behavior. They accurately 
predicted voting behavior for an average of 88 per ce'nt of 
voters In a Congressional Election In .one group across two 
points In time. Ben-ton and Frazler (1975) argued that 
pro-con rationales comprise one' of three levels of 
agenda-setting, the other two being general Issue labels and 
suh-l.ssues. , . 

»■ 

In t\^e presertt study, -two dimensions of the decisional 
agenda were examined. They were the number of Items on the 
agenda and the content of agenda Items. Consideration o^ * 
the former dimension" is Important to the development of the 
agenda-sett Ing mod el . It Is on the Issue of agenda size 
that a major departure from the Law of Minimal Conseguences 
(Kl.apper, 1960) Is found. The Law posits that the effects 
of campf^Ign communication will be minimal due to mediating 
factors. In concert with this view, traditional prediction 
of voting behavior has been based mainly on an agenda 
contain ing one Issue, that of party *af f 1 1 I at Ion. The 
ageiv'da-sett Ing viewpoint suggests that as the Individual 
moves closer to the pol nt; o<^Mec I s Ion, - he tends to fill In 
mo're and more of his cognitive^ map. Given »a fixed point of 
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flr>a1 decision/ I.e. election ritay, the Individual strives to 
feel as comfortable as possible with hl's decision. 

Clearly/ thef Individual does not Immediately assimilate 
every bit of political Information wh I cli the media transmit. 
At any f^Iven point In time, th^ dec I slonal 'a^cenda of various 
Individuals could b.e In different staf^es' of ^-devel opment . It 
'Is necessary to examine, the content of agenfia at, different 
points In time to explain the movement .of the Individual 
toward a"" decision. ^ 

In examlnlbp^ the electoral dec«IsIon process from an 
agenda standpoint, thls\study conceptualized thq ai^enda 



undecided voters as .the^ ' ' pre-dec Islonal ar^enda,'' while 
that of decided voters was vlev^ed as the " post-dec I s I o 
a^cenda. ' v 
* Agenda early In the campaign ^ ^The: agenda not Ion. 
suggests* that the Individual strives to base thn decision, 
for whom to vote on what he feels Is a relatively complete 
nap of the environment.^ It would be expected then, that 
,^en early In the campaign those Individuals who have 
made-Crt>- l^aar minds v/111 exhibit a more complete ar^enda than 




those Indlvldu^s who have not yet made-up their mlnds» To 



verify this assertion/ the following two hypotheses' were 
'Const ructed J * ' - ' " 

■ •HYPOUrESI S 1 . The number " of Items on the 

post-dec Islonal agenda^ early In t|he campaign will be 

significantly grecJter than the number of Items on the 
pre-dec I s lonal agenda early In the campalfii.r. 
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HYPOTHESIS 2 .> > The. content , of the post-dec I sj onal 
a^?;enda early In the campaign will differ s I p;n If I can 1 1 y from 
the content of the pre-dec I^slonal agonda early In the 
campaign ♦ . * ^ ' 

• V • ' • ( 

* Agenda late ,In the campaign . Late In the campolsn the 
rel A4: 1 onsti ip between decided and undecided voters Is 
probably very much the same as. It v;as early In the campaign. 
The decided voter utilizes an agenda which Is different In 
slze^nd content from the agenda'^of undecided voters. In 
spite of *the probability that there Is more fnformatlon In 
the overall environment one week before the election than 
.there was one month before, the relationship between agenda 
of undex:ided voters and' decided voters should remain 
constant as suggested In Hypotheses 3 and 



HYPOTflESIS 3 ,/ The number. of Items on the 
post-dleclslohal fgenda late In the campaign v/Ill' be 
significantly greater than the number of Items on the 
pre-dec Is I oric^ 1 ' agenda late In the gampalgn, 

/ 

MYPOTHESI S The content of the post-dec Islonal 

agenda l^e In the campaign will differ significantly from 
the content of the pre-dec I3' onal .agenda late In the 
campaign. 

Pre-dec Is lonai agenda over time . VJhat dif f ererces. are 
there between , the agenda of undecided voters early In the 
campaign and the agenda of undecided voters late In the 
campaign? A^nX ejcamlnat ton of the environment of political 
decision making calls to m'ind one difference Immecf 1 atel y . 
As the campaiign drav/s to a close, and the . point of decision^ 
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}s nearln^/ mor-e and mo^re Information from the candldat'es 
ancj media Is p^oured Into the^ ervv I ronment . We expected . then 
that even the undecided voter ,v/ould have accumulated more 
bits of Information as a result of Interacting: with -thcJt 
environment.^ McCombs and Weaver (1973) su^^gested that those 
for whom politics Is not a very major concern would behave 
toward the media in a manner consistent wJth the Law of. 
fllnlmal Consequences, Kelly and Mirer (l^k) su^^est^xl 
alternatively that the agenda of undecided voters could be 
quite lar?;ev but thot^ the Items were of a natiye which 
results in a null decision. With re?;ard to the content -of 
the ar:endn for undeclde^i voters, we hypothesized no 
significant difference betv^een the agenda-one month before 
the election and the agenda during the week before the 
election. This suggests that the Individual expands his 
lists of pros "and cons about candidates based on the [ssues 
that vJere Important Initially. 

MYPOTlfESIS 5 . , The number of.- Items on the 

pre-dec Is lonal agenda late in the campa i ^ will be 

s I gn i f i cant 1 y greater than the numb er of I terns on the 
pre-dec I s lonal agenda early In the campaign. ~ 

< 

HYPOTHESIS 6 . The content of the p r e^ decl s I ona 1 agenda, 
late In the^ campaign will nc^t differ s I gn|If I can tl y from the 
content of the pr e-decl s I onal agenda early Ip the campaign. 

' J Post-deg Is lonal agenda over time . In an effort to 

determine the compositional changes In the agenda of decided 

voters for /the time period between their decision and the 



ERIC 



PAHP 6 

actual casting of the ballot, the ,pos t-dec i s I onal a?:enHa was 
examined over tv/o points In .time. Because of the Increased 
volume ^f Information In the enylronnent, we sup;gesjted an 
increase In the number of Items ^on the agenda late / In the 
campaign. The notion that Individuals who have reached a 
decision might tend to follow the media In seeking; 
conformational Information, and thus have a rdeclslonal 
agenda that Is quite different by election daV, promoted the 
hypothesis of significant differences between early and 
la.te campaign content. 

tlYPOTHESIS 7 > The . number of I tens on the 

post-declslonal * agenda late In the campaign will be 

significantly greater than the number ^of Items on the 
post-declsl onal agenda e.arly In^the campaign. 

* * 

HYPOTHESIS 8 .. The -content of the post-dec Islonal 

agenda late In the campaign will differ significantly from 

the content of the post-dec Islonal agenda early In the 

campaign. ^ \ 

Procedu res 

The data used In this sturdy were gathered In a study of 
the 197^* Congressional Electlo'n In the^flve largest counties 
of the 2ttth' Congress lonal District of Illinois. The sample 
was selected' as follows: 

\ * 
n 

The population was defined as all Individuals 
residing In Jackson, 1 I amson, , Sal I ne, Frdikl !n, 
and Jefferson counties who Intended to vote In the ^ 
Congressional election, and whose household had a 
listed telephone. .The population was stratified 



V' ^ by county, proportionately. 
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It was determined that random, s t r at I ^ I eel sanple 
of 500 vvoul^d be adequate for thev study. The 
samiDle w|is ^'stratified by. county^ r el at I ve' to rhe 
proportions established for the population. 

The sample was then selected from the telephone 
directories of each, usln^ a skip Interval In 
column Inches that would result In the appropriate 
stratification. 



Of the 'total sample, ^kl respondents v/ere interviewed 

on both waves. VJave one (early campaign) was conrducted from 

September to Sep'tember 21 and Wave two (late campargn) 

from October 26 to November k . Of the questions asked fn 
f 

the telephpne survey, only four were analyzed In this study. 

A 

They are: ' 

.2- 

1. Is there anything in particular about Paul Simon 
(the Democratic candidate for Congress) that might make you 
want to vote for him? 

2. Is there anything In*^ particular about f^aul Simon 
that might make you wawt to vote agalnst<hlm? 



a3. Is there anyth Ing in particular about Val X)shel 
(the Republican candidate for Congress) that might make^ou 
want to vote for him? 



k. Is ther anything In particular about Val Oshel that 
might make you want to vote against him? 



I n terv lev/ers trained by the Center for Commun^^cat Ion 

Research at Southern Illinois University conducted tho 

C 

telephone Int^rvlavs, and were Instructed to probe the 



respondents for a maximum of four responses. If possible, 
for each question. . ^ 



9 



^ • PAGF 8 

s The data obtained from these questions were''' conten t 
analyzed In terms of fifteen general content catef^or res 

i 

developed out of the total data- set. Inter-rater 

rel lab 1 1 i ty was relatively high ir. = ^Sl). 

// - ' • . 

Four aipocts of arjenda-s ett i nr v/ere examined- In thi-s 

study. Pre and post-dec I s I onal agenda were comnared early 

In the campaign and lato in the campaign; p r e- dec I s I ona 1 

c^KPn da ea-rl y In the campa ign 'was compa red with 

pre-dec I si onal ap;enda late ^ In^ ' the campa Isi; and 

pos t-d ec I s I onal afjenda early In the campaign was comoared 

with post-decisional ap;enda late In the campa I Si • Three 

methods of statistical analysis were employed In testing the 

hypotfieses of this study. T-tests were used to compare the 

mean number of ap^enda Items for decided and undecided 

voters early In the campaign and decided * versus undecided 

voters late In the campa i'iSn . Chi Squares were used to 

compare the frequency agenda Items for decided voters 

early In the campaign versus deci'ded voters late In the 

campaign and undecided voters early In the campaign versus 

undecided .voters late In the campa I Si . 

The 'test for differences In agenda content consisted of 

correlat ions between each of the. pa i rs of agenda 

"hypothesized. , That Is, the response frequency for each of 

the f If teen content categor I es for the f I rst group was 

correlated (using Ken dal 1 ' s. Tau) with the rv^esponse frequency 

of each category for the second group In "each hypothesis. A 

» 
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s Ign If I cant^l»y high correlation required the acceptance of 
the null hypothesis that no differences existed between the. 
r,roups tested, « 

Resul ts ' • 

Agenda early In the campal;;n . Util izing Indehendent 

sanples It v/as fownd that the number of Items on the 

post-dec Isi^nal ap:enda, early In the campaign Is 

s Ign if I.cantl y greater than the number -of Items on tho 

pre-dec Islonal agenda early In the campaign (p < .05^ pee 
Table 1)\ 



Insert tabl e 1 here * ^ 

. ^ i 

In the test for j[^agenda content similarity^, the 
correlation betv/een ^ pos t-d ec I s I ona 1 apcenda early In tho 
campaign and ttie pre-dec i s lonal agenda early In the CcV^palgn 
was nonsignificant (Tau = .'*'i7)^ conflrmln/^ ^HypothesXs 2, 
that *a difference exists ' between pre-dec I slonal and 
pos t-d ec i s I onal agenda ^rly In the campaign. 

As expected/ one month before election day.^ rather 

early In the congressional campaign^ the voters apparently 

demonstrate a dependence upon frequency an,d diversity of 

'Information In making u^ thelr'^mlnds for whom to vote. 

Decided voters utilize an agenda which Is lar^^er and 

different In ' content from the apionda of those who have as 

V 
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yet not decided about their choice of candidate. 

Agenda late In the campaign . The t-test Indicate 
significant difference^ betvveeh pre and post-dec I s I ona 1 
ap;pnda one week before the election (p < •05, see Table 2), 
with the post-dec is lonal ap;enda containing s Ign If t cant.l y 
more Itens. 



Insert tab1e> 2 here 



-^£^ypothes I s k was not ' confirmed^ A -significant 
correlation was "obtained between the 'Content the 
nre-decis lonal ap,enda late In the campaign an'd ^he content 
of the post-dec I s lonal apipnda lato In the ca'fnpa I gn Vdau = 
.7ni»). " " > 

The results of this 'anajysls suggests, that .as the 
election draws near, the things whi.ch concer;n undeciderf 
voters tend to be the same as tho things which conceVn 
decided voters, however the decided voters appe<ir to hold 

V 

more Information Items about those things* 

Pre-dec Is lonal agenda over time ! In this anaTysI's, 
both hypotheses were rejected (see Table 3)* 

- . . ( • 

I nse rt table 5 he re 

These findings suggest that the undecided VQt^r Is much more 
active Instils dec Is lonal ' b eli'^v'Ior thar:i had been prevfousTy 
realized. The tfumKer.of Items on the age'nda'^dld not change 
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drastically over time, but the content of the agenda did 

change/ suggesting that the undecided voters In this 

analyst's v/ere engaged In a broad sv/eep of the Information In 

the environment/ never dealing wlt19very much InformatFon 

* 4 

about any one thing (Tau = .31U). 

Post-dec Is lonal agenda over time . Hypothesis 7, 
Ind I cated ^^kf-^f'^ter number of items on the agenda late In 
the cai|^ipa1gn than early In the campaign for decided voters 
•(p < \05/* see Table U) . However, In^testing Hypothesis 8, a 
h Igb^correlat Ion betv/een the content of th$ post-dec I s I onal 
agenda early In the campaign, and th^ content of the 
post-decislonal agenda at time two" was found (Tau = .808 ). 



Insert table k here 



This suggests that those voters who have decided, tend 
to continue to construct ^^^^ agenda, but limit the agenda 
to those Items dealing .with the content slmlll^r to that 
upoi^H*JLli>^ the decision was Initially based., V 



Summary and Discussion 

The findings presented here are suggestive of some 
Interesting ^gene ral Izat I ons^ ^out the electoral decision 
process. Using the results of .this study, let us construct 
a comparison of generalized d'eclslonal behavior for decided 
and undecld.ed voters over time, 

13 
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Early In the campaign/ the decided vot^r has 
constructed for himself a decisional agenda composed of 
Tikes arid dislikes about the candidates. At the sa'^me point 
In time, the undecided voter Is just hep^Innlnf; to construct 
these 1 Ists, and his 1 Ists differ from those of the decided 
voter In both number and content of Items. Over time, the 
decided voter acc^jmulates more and more Information about 
the candidates but rarely deviates f rom ^ the content 
structure already established In his decisional agenda. In 
other words, he seeks out more of the same kinds of 
Information. Later In the campaign the undecided voter has 
also expanded his agenda but In a manner that Is the reverse 
of the decided voter-. Rather thap seeking more Items of^the 
same kind of Information, the undecided vote^seems to be 
,saTnpl^ng^ t-he content of ia variety of Issues while not 
accumulating In total much additional dec'lslo^^al information 
at all. It .Is Interesting to note .that there Is some 
convergence between decided and undecided voters In terms of 
agenda content over time. That Is, late In the canpai^ thr» 
undecided voter has an agenda v;hlcfi Is very sImMar to that 
of the decided votier, but because he has been ''trying on''' 
different Issues throughout tlie campaign, the undecided 
voter has less total Information It^ms about those Issues. 

In Nummary, the present study has atteripted to oxolaln 
the differences between the decisional agend'a of decided and 
undecided voters over time. Different patterns of electoral 
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decision behavior were exanlned, and the differences between 
agenda determined, - Further r^esearch Into the areas of 
decisional ap;enda over tlme^ the relationship between the 

media ap:enda and the decisional- agenda^ and Information 

*» 

.seeking among decided and undecided voters Is suggested. 
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TABLE 1 




Pre 


nd Post Dec Is lonal Agenda 




f d; 


a rl y • In the Campa I gn 






\ 


1 







pr e-'-dec I s I onal 
agetida 

1. 5k 



:^dec I s 1 onal 
agenda 

2 .91 



/ 




\TABLE 2 



Pre and Post Dec l.s I ona 1 /Agenda 
Late fn the Campaign 







T 




pre-dec f si onal 
agenda 


post-d ec 1 s 1 onal std. 
agenda error 


dl 


t-val ue 


2.Sk 


J».16 .h7 ' 


133 


3.tt5 
p< .05 
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TABLE 3 ' 
Decisional Agenda Over Time 



no. of Items early .late total 



X 


± 


fx . 


f 


lA 


,f 




0 


23 


0 


.5 


0 


28 


0 


1-2 


11 


18 


11 


23 


22 


kl 


3-5 


12 


k2 




35 


21 


77 


6-8 


_2 


11 


i 


26 


_1 


kO 


total s 


1*8 


. 'Ik '■ 


33 


8k 


77 


158 



Chi Square = 37. U9 P'>.05 

: ^ ■ — 



' TABLE k 

. Rost Decisional Agenfla Over Time 



. of Items 


earl y 


late 


total 




.f 


fx 


f^ 


fx 


f 


fx 


o' 


15 


0 


2 


' 0 


7 


0 


1-2 ■ 


30 


kk 


27 


kl 


57 


85 


3-5 


23 


85 


1*3 


166 


66 


251 


6-8 


15 


102 


27 


186 


k2 


288 


9-lk 


_!i 


kk 


, _3 


32 


_1 


76 


tota 1 s 


87 


275 


102 


1*25 


179 


700 



: 

Chi Square = 221.87 ' P<.05 
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